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ANATOMY OF A TOD:
Greyeld Redevelopment 

in Edmonton

A Collaboration Between: 
Tom Young, U of M City Planning student, 
Alex Regiec, MCIP, Winnipeg Transit, and
Erik Backstrom, MCIP, City of Edmonton

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

In the context of the Kyoto Protocol, the drive for 
more sustainable communities, and the growing 
awareness about the problems of a car-depen-
dent culture, transit villages, or transit oriented 
development, are gaining a great deal of inter-
est. 

As Greater Vancouver’s transportation planning 
body, Translink, succinctly describes it: a transit 
oriented development (TOD) is a “compact, 
mixed-use community centred around a transit 
station that, by design, invites residents, work-
ers, and shoppers to drive their car less and ride 
transit more.” It is not an entirely new idea, but 
putting it into practice in the face of a develop-
ment, planning and public culture that privileges 
the automobile can be a challenging proposition.

Transit oriented developments have often fallen 
short of expectations in the past. Clareview Town 
Centre in northeast Edmonton is an example of 
a development that was meant to be transit ori-
ented that instead turned into a disheartening 
hybrid of high density housing and auto-oriented 
retail, complete with big box stores and acres 
of parking. Metrotown in Burnaby, BC, although 
much more successful than Edmonton’s Clare-
view at integrating transit and development, still 
missed the mark on human scale and mix of uses, 
and is currently part of a redevelopment project 
by Translink aiming to create true transit villages 
in the Vancouver region.
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Above: Metrotown, Burnaby, BC. An example of the lack 
of human scale in some TOD projects to date.
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FACTS OF THE CASE

History and Site Context

Heritage Mall, a former regional shopping centre 
in a suburban neighbourhood of southwest Edmon-
ton, opened its doors in 1981. Changing retail 
patterns in the Edmonton area found the mall 
struggling to survive by the late 1990s. The rapid 
development of South Edmonton Common, now 
Canada’s largest power centre, only a few kilo-
meters away, was a serious competitive factor. 
Also, faced with the closure or movement of all 
of the mall’s three anchors, Wal-Mart, Sears and 
Eaton’s, within a few short years, the mall closed 
in 2000. The site was sold in November of 2003 to 
Century Park Developments Ltd.

Abutting the site to the west, 111 Street is a 
major commuting corridor between the rapidly 
expanding suburbs of southwest Edmonton and 
downtown. Heritage Valley, for instance, a major 
development area, is expecting 45,000 residents 
by 2030, with more to come. As such, Edmonton’s 
transit expansion plans currently call for light rail 
transit to reach the former mall site by 2009, 

serving both the Century Park redevelopment and 
park and ride users from new neighbourhoods to 
the south. 

The Main Players

Century Park Developments is a collaboration 
between Calgary-based Procura Real Estate Ser-
vices Limited and Vancouver-based Westbank 
Projects Corporation, a neighbourhood shopping 
centre developer that has over the last 10 years 
shifted much of its activity into large mixed-use 
development projects. Century Park represents 
the biggest and most ambitious development for 
either company to date. 

Century Park Developments’ architect is Vancou-
ver’s James Cheng, winner of the Governor Gen-
eral of Canada Medal for Architecture, and the 
man attributed with perfecting the ‘tower-and-
podium’ high-rise form that has become an inte-
gral part of Vancouver’s approach to street-life 
conscious urbanism. 

The planners most involved in this project were, 
for the City of Edmonton planning department, 
Erik Backstrom and Stefan Feckner, the project 

Below: Aerial view of the 17.4 ha redevelopment site
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lying within their planning area at the time of the 
proposal. In transportation planning, the main 
player was Brian Latte.

ACTION AND INTERACTION: The Planning 
Process

DC2 Zoning

DC2, or Site Specic Development Control Provi-
sion, is a zoning tool under Edmonton’s Zoning 
Bylaw that allows more freedom to develop sites 
that have unusual circumstances not well served 
by the standard zoning classes. In this case, the 
developers opted for DC2 owing to their interest 
in creating a large-scale mixed use neighbour-
hood with high quality urban design characteris-
tics, a type of development very difcult to do 
under standard zoning, and rarely seen in Edmon-
ton outside of the downtown area.

Previous DC2 sites offer some guidance and con-
vention in the development of new ones. How-
ever, the fact that each DC2 is, by denition, 
a unique circumstance, means that much of the 
zoning must be drawn up from scratch in each 
case. This can be positive in that planners and 
City Council can demand very high quality devel-
opment, if the interest is there to do so. On the 
other hand, if the administration is lacking in 
will, or if the developer is adept at politicking 

for lower expectations, the resulting DC2 could 
leave much to be desired. 

Hammering Out The DC2

Planners involved with this proposal were blessed 
with a developer and architect who were com-
mitted to a quality project that would be an asset 
to the city. Nevertheless, the planners contrib-
uted to much renement and improvement of the 
proposal throughout the process. The architect, 
developer and an Edmonton planning consultant, 
Armin Preiksaitis and Associates, collaborated 
closely with the planners to create a proposal 
everyone would be happy with.

A huge change was made in the site layout. 
Although much of this can be attributed to the 
developer decision to remove the former mall 
building entirely (the original proposal called for 
an adaptive reuse of part of the existing mall), 
planners inuenced this design, contributing to a 
more coherent layout with a central public space 
as the focal point.

Public space was greatly increased in the nal 
design, partly the result of public and planning 
interest in the issue, but also because the devel-
opers wanted to maximize the amenities their 
project would offer. The nal plan calls for an 
increase of over 10,000 m2 total open space, and 

DEVELOPMENT PROPOSAL
BY THE NUMBERS

- 2,886 living units: townhouses, low-        
  mid- and high-rise condos and 
  apartments
- Approximately 5,000 residents
- 18,000 m2 of office space
- 15,000 m2 of retail space
- 17.4 ha site featuring 7.1 ha of publicly 
  accessible open space and 1.8 ha of 
  private open space 
- Approx. $800 million of investment

Above: Developer’s model showing the central 
public space and surrounding buildings
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a 17,000 m2 increase for publicly accessible open 
space in comparison to the original proposal. The 
original plan kept much of the open space within 
private courtyards accessible only by residents, 
whereas the nal proposal made more of this 
space open to the public, an element pushed for 
by planners.

The original proposal included retail and recre-
ational uses and residential, but lacked ofce 
uses, an important element if the development 

was going to offer a range of employment oppor-
tunities. The nal plan calls for an ofce tower 
near to the future LRT station. 

Perhaps the most signicant contribution made 
by the planners was the introduction of specic 
design guidelines. Active frontages were man-
dated for the entire site, both for retail uses 
and residential uses, to create a pleasant walking 
environment, and also to offer more opportunity 
for ‘eyes on the street’. The amount of required 
glazing on building facades was increased to facil-
itate this as well, and was a signicant improve-
ment to the retail buildings in the southwest area 
of the plan. This area had been conceived of as a 
fairly typical strip mall development with lengthy 
unbroken walls facing major pedestrian routes.

Design guidelines for high-rise towers were broken 
up into 3 distinct ‘tower zones’, mandating that 
the tower be stepped back from the podium to 
avoid an oppressive feeling of height and mass 
from street level. Design guidelines were not 
aimed at dictating style, but at ensuring that the 
relationship of buildings to the street, and espe-
cially the pedestrian, was carefully considered.

Transportation-related improvements included 
very specic requirements of the developer for 
street network improvements over the course of 
construction. With TOD considerations in mind, 
rened parking guidelines were included, with 
potential for reassessment and reduction of park-
ing requirements once the site is half developed 
or the LRT line completed. Requirements for 
bicycle parking provision were doubled from City 
standards. With support from the land use plan-
ners, language relating to alternative transpor-
tation modes was strengthened (discussion of 
car-sharing, increased emphasis on design for 
pedestrians, cyclists, etc.), and pedestrian routes 
to and from the transit centre were made more 
direct all across the site. 

Addressing Community Concerns and 
Incorporating Community Input

A pre-submission open house and a public meet-
ing were held in November 2003 and January 
2004 to gather community input on the rede-
velopment before the formal submission to City 

Above: Photos  
used in the 
zoning bylaw 
show the 
intended charac-
ter of ‘active 
frontages” 

Left: 
Illustration of the 
‘tower zone’ 
design 
guidelines 
included in the  
bylaw



Page 5

Council. Open houses were held again following 
the DC2 submission to gather input on the details 
of that proposal. This input contributed to revi-
sions that were made and submitted in December 
2004. In addition, there were numerous meetings 
with representatives from the Edmonton Feder-
ation of Community Leagues (EFCL) throughout 
the process.

Community interest was substantial in the proj-
ect, 780 people showing up during a two-day 
open house and a further 455 attending a public 
meeting in June 2004. The majority of attendees 
indicated that they were in favour of the proj-
ect, although many concerns were also voiced. 
The critical message coming from residents was 
that the redevelopment was too dense, would 
create too much trafc, and that the tall towers 
proposed for the site would be out of place 
and cause shadowing problems for the rest of 
the neighbourhood, most of which is suburban in 
character. The EFCL called for cutting the number 
of units in half, to 1500, and reducing the overall 
heights of the buildings. These propositions were 
also seen to mitigate the concern of residents 
about increased trafc coming from the develop-
ment.
 
For the most part, the planning department 
decided to stand rm on these issues. Reducing 
the density signicantly would have made the 
project unprotable for the developer. Trafc 
impact assessments done for the proposal sug-
gested that new trafc generated would be com-
parable to that generated by the mall before 
its closure, and in the longer term, the comple-
tion of the LRT line would serve to reduce trafc 
impacts by the development on the surrounding 
community. Tall towers are not new to the area, 
a cluster of them already existing immediately to 
the north of the redevelopment, and towers were 
necessary to achieve the needed density on the 
site without compromising the amount of open 
space available. 
 
In the end, height was the issue that spurred 
the most changes, with maximum heights being 
reduced from 28 storeys to 24, and the average 
height of high-rise buildings also being reduced. 
This was accommodated by adding two new high-
rise buildings to the site. The architect also did 

 PUSHING FOR BETTER INTEGRATION
- Erik Backstrom’s experience

Current plans from Neil Crawford Centre to South-
gate have the LRT running down the middle of 111 
Street – a no-man’s land, in my opinion – and what 
we’ve heard so far from the primary LRT planner is 
that he would keep the alignment in the median all 
the way to 23 Avenue.

The developers took the centre alignment as a 
given and planned the development accordingly. 
Otherwise the entire rezoning process would have 
been delayed who knows how long. The develop-
ers would have had to push Council to direct Trans-
portation and Streets to start the planning of the 
Southgate – Heritage segment so that the align-
ment issue could be figured out. But of course the 
developers aren’t coming at the development from 
a TOD purist position. Yes, their whole idea was 
to do a TOD at the Heritage station, and a really 
good development at that. But getting the zoning 
approved so as to be able to start getting revenue 
took priority over ensuring the best possible inte-
gration between LRT and the development.

James Cheng’s second design for the project, which 
we got in June 2004, had a much better integration 
with transit than the first. The first had a parking lot 
right next to the transit terminal, where the empty 
Eaton’s store now sits, as the plan was to demolish 
the anchor stores and retain the core of the mall. 
The second design, the one ultimately approved, 
blew away the mall, put pedestrian-oriented shops 
right across from the transit terminal and showed an 
enclosed overhead connection to a centre-running 
LRT; much better in terms of transit integration. But 
some of my colleagues and I thought that the inte-
gration could be better yet if the LRT were on the 
east side of 111 Street. 

Our choice at that point was: “How hard should we 
push for better integration?” Since the LRT align-
ment wasn’t something we in Planning or the devel-
opers had any control over, and since Transportation 
was perhaps two or three years away from making 
the final determination, we decided to do a soft push 
on the developers. We asked for drawings showing 
how the development could be integrated with the 
LRT if it were shifted to the east side of 111 Street. 
The developers came back with a soft response: a 
couple of not-very imaginative drawings showing 
minimal changes as a result of an east-running LRT 
alignment.
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About this time I came across the design of a Wash-
ington, DC-area TOD with an urban-style bus ter-
minal, where buses load and unload on streets (as 
they do in downtown Edmonton) around an urban 
square next to the Metro station instead of at a sub-
urban style bus loop like the one at Heritage Mall. I 
wondered: “Wouldn’t something like this make for 
a better integration?” This idea led me to the real-
ization that the City has a strategic asset: the land 
of the bus terminal and the land of the planned park 
& ride facility, a total of about 2 hectares. Could we 
sell or give this land to the developers in exchange 
for a more integrated design and the developers 
building extra underground parking for us for park 
& ride purposes?

This was a good idea, potentially getting rid of an 
ugly City-owned park & ride parkade standing out 
like a sore thumb from the rest of the project and 
tightly integrating the development, transit facili-
ties and park & ride spaces – but one we quickly 
realized the developers wouldn’t go for unless there 
was something in it for them. Even if they got 
extra land, what benefit would it serve them and 
why would they build expensive underground park-
ing stalls for the City if they couldn’t realize extra 
income from additional units at the site? This just 
before a municipal election in which Councillor 
Anderson was echoing the community sentiment 
that the 3000 housing units then on the table should 
be cut to 1500. Neither we nor the developer would 
risk a good project by telling the public that we 
would allow even higher densities (3500 units per-
haps?) to get an improved transit-development inte-
gration that wasn’t a priority for them anyway.

What we did instead was to write into the zoning 
a clause allowing design changes to the approved 
site plan to allow better integration the development 
with transit. If we are ultimately able to convince 
Transportation to put the LRT on the east side of 
111 Street, we’ll be able to work on a more creative 
integration without opening up the zoning again; 
unless, of course, the density needs to increase as 
a result to make the integration financially viable 
for the developers. In that case the zoning would 
have to be opened up to public scrutiny again – 
another opportunity for whatever opponents are left 
out there to fight another battle.

a detailed shadowing analysis to ensure that 
tall buildings would not seriously affect adja-
cent development. Buildings heights would be 
stepped, with the lowest buildings at the east-

ern edge of the site and the tallest at the centre 
and adjacent to the transit station, furthest away 
from surrounding low density development.
 
Elements That Went Missing

Although the design goes a long way to meet TOD 
objectives, the fact remains that integration with 
the future LRT station has not been as carefully 
planned as it could have been. This is owing to 
a combination of factors, the biggest one being 
that the transportation department has yet to do 
detailed planning work on the nal leg of the 
LRT extension. LRT planners will consult with the 
developers further on integration, but with the 
plan already in place, some opportunity has been 
lost.

Ultimately, most of the shortcomings of the proj-
ect stem from a lack of coordination between 
different planning units in the City administra-
tion. Affordable housing, although an element 
that is always included in major Vancouver devel-
opments, appeared almost as an afterthought in 
this process; social planning units of the City 
of Edmonton were not at all involved in the 
review process for this proposal. City Council 

Above: Design for the transit area, showing the LRT 
station constructed in the median of 111 St.



Page 7

has directed the administration to work with 
the developer further on the issues of accessible 
design and affordable housing (the developer 
agreed to 50 units of affordable housing; a drop 
in the bucket in a nearly 3000 unit development), 
but the time when signicant progress could be 
made on these issues is already past. 

Another issue may be the minimalistic role that 
the Edmonton Transit System (ETS) planners have 
in the design of their own system. ETS’ place in 
the municipal hierarchy is as a sub-department 
of the larger Transportation and Streets, which 
does most of the major planning, including that 
for LRT alignments. ETS is consulted on planning 
work done by the larger department, but  has 
a largely subsidiary role; ETS did not have its own 
seat at the table for this project. The oppor-
tunity exists for transit planners to have a role 
equal to or greater than the transportation plan-
ners to ensure that steps are taken not only to 
expand service, but also to push for planning 
decisions that could expand ridership, something 
which improved integration between the future 
LRT station and the development might have con-
tributed to.

A criticism of the project made by one councillor 
was that the planning was already very advanced 
by the time any public meetings were held, leav-
ing some community members with the impres-
sion that the plan was already a fait accompli. 
Janice Melnychuk, the only councillor to vote 
against the project on Council’s third reading, 
cited the lack of a “high enough standard of 
public consultation” as the reason for her oppo-
sition. Whether or not this is fair criticism is a 
point for debate.
 
Approval

In spite of some limitations, the project remains 
an excellent one. The developer impressed City 
Council and even some of the community oppo-
nents. It certainly helped to have parties as 
varied as another developer, the Sierra Club, 
Capital Health and community residents speak in 
favour of the proposal. City Council gave nal 
approval to the proposal on February 3rd, 2005, 
with only one vote out of thirteen against. 

LESSONS LEARNED

Clear Process and Policy Aids Replicability

A developer with high expectations of the quality 
of its developments is a ne developer to work 
with indeed. However, it cannot be relied upon 
to happen in every case. DC2 is a exible zoning 
tool, but is exible in both directions. Its inten-
tion to serve as an ad hoc catch-all for sites not 
served under standard zoning is hardly a recipe 
for consistent, good quality development. 

There have been nearly 700 DC2s in Edmonton 
since 1980, when the tool was rst used. Many 
of the DC2 agreements govern small parcels of 
land of less than an acre, and deal with uses such 
as accessory parking lots, convenience stores and 
gas bars. The rst question this begs is how a tool 
being employed to deal with these small scale 
projects could be considered an equally appro-
priate tool for developing huge projects such 
as Century Park. The second and perhaps more 
important question is: if DC2 is being employed 
this often, is it not time for a new type of 
zoning?

A mixed use zoning such as they have in Van-
couver, which allows housing above commercial 
uses as of right in many zones, and as a discre-
tionary use in others, could be a good t for 
transit station areas. Perhaps, if we are serious 
about encouraging pedestrian behaviour and less 
automobile-dependent lifestyles, it is time to 
bring mixed uses into the planning mainstream 
by making them standard instead of exceptional. 
Whether or not developers would want to take 
advantage of mixed use opportunities is another 
question, of course, but the option does not even 
exist under standard zoning in Edmonton.

Above: Diagram from Vancouver’s C-2 Guidelines, 
showing the possible relationships of mixed uses 
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At the very least, cities that wish to encourage 
transit oriented development need to have clear 
policies in place. Unlike Calgary, which recently 
put out a municipal policy document guiding 
developers in the creation of transit oriented 
developments, Edmonton has not articulated any 
sort of coherent vision for developments within 
its jurisdiction. Such a document would serve to 
guide not only developers and land-use planners, 
but also other departments such as transporta-
tion in their planning.

Involve the Right People at the Right Times

Another important lesson offered by this project 
is the need for a planning approach that inte-
grates all the relevant planning functions for a 
project of this size and complexity. Affordable 
housing, in particular, is an issue growing in 
importance as homelessness increases. These 
concerns need to be represented in the planning 
process. ETS, as well, should play a larger part in 
the planning process. Although taking a second-
ary role to the larger Transportation and Streets 
Department may make sense for a road project 
or planning for a new neighbourhood, this seems 
absurd when the planning is of the transit system 
itself.

Criticism of the developers over their consulta-
tion strategy for Century Park seems unfair; sev-
eral public meetings were held at different stages 
of the process, and community consultation con-
tributed to numerous changes to the plan. The 
developers actually went above and beyond what 
was required of them. 

Perhaps where the consultation process broke 
down was prior to the developers even arriving 
on the scene. When the mall closed in 2000, it 
was obvious that the site would not lie vacant 
forever. Community workshops sometime before 
2003 could have created a community vision for 
the site, and set principles in place that resi-
dents would wholeheartedly accept, having been 
actively involved in their creation. Such an exer-
cise, of course, would have required funding and 
proactive planning by the planning department, 
often easier said than done. But this is what plan-
ners are meant to do, is it not?

Making development more sustainable and pro-
viding effective public transit are challenges 
facing every city in Canada. Transit oriented 
development is one way of working towards both 
of those goals. But making the most of the land 
use opportunities offered by rapid transit systems 
requires planners to be proactive in creating the 
policy frameworks and planning processes neces-
sary to ensure the right product. 

In the absence of clear policy, planners can use 
creativity and stubborness to get results, but the 
job can be so much harder. It is up to us as plan-
ners to nd ways to make it happen, sometimes 
before it happens, and to use our roles as advo-
cates for the public interest to demand the best.  
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